. We propose that the ewe might be a model for females having one or two young at each parturition.
Summary. Stimulation of the mammary gland during hand or mechanical milking or during nursing is followed by an abrupt surge of prolactin in lactating ewe. This rapid increase of prolactinaemia is due to a secretion reflex originating in the teat nerve endings since dernervation of the mammary gland suppresses the surge induced by milking or nursing.
Although intravenous injection of TRH can mimic the prolactin surge observed during milking, the possible role of this hypothalamic factor in prolactin secretion during mammary stimulation is not demonstrated.
The role of prolactin in promoting milk production during lactation is one of the best established functions in female mammalians (Cowie and Tindall, 1971 ; Denamur, 1971) . In this paper we present the results of our investigations on the nature and the regulation of prolactin release after stimulation of lactating ewe mammary gland. Most recent experiments on prolactin regulation during nursing have been performed on the polytocous female rat Kordon et al., 1973 ; Mena et al., 1976) . We propose that the ewe might be a model for females having one or two young at each parturition.
Materials and methods.
Hormonal determination.
Ovine prolactin was measured with a specific double antibody radioimmunoassay (Kann, 1971 (Freychet et al., 1969 (Theriez, 1962) with special attention to the ablation of the isthmus which is barely visible in sheep.
Results.
Pattern of plasma prolactin after teat stimulation of lactating ewes. Typical patterns of prolactin discharge after different stimuli applied to the udder of a lactating ewe are represented on figure 1. All prolactin values after nursing were obtained at 9 a.m., the lamb having been separated from the ewe 2 h before experimentation. Nursing lasted 4-5 min and the lamb was taken away thereafter in order to prevent other stimulations during further blood sampling, 5, 10, 15, 25, 45, 60, 90 and 120 min later. After weaning (55th day) blood samples were obtained at similar times after hand milking (duration 2 min).
A brisk and transient increase in the concentration of prolactin is observed after application of the suckling or milking stimulus to the teats as has been already described (Fell et al., 1972 ; McNeilly, 1972 ; Kann et a/., 1973) .
Prolactin reached an acme in 5-10 min and a rapid decrease was observed immediately after. It was apparently in agreement with the half-life of prolactin (20 min) in lactating ewe as measured by disappearance of prolactin in plasma after hypophysectomy (Kann and Denamur, unpublished results). Similar patterns have been described in the goat and the cow (Johke, 1969 ; Bryant et al.,1970 ; Schams, 1972) . The fact that prolactin values, unlike those in lactating rat, decreased very quickly after having reached a transient peak, was probably the consequence of a brief stimulus as suggested by Grosvenor and Withworth (1974) . For instance, a short stimulus induced by hand milking (2 min) resulted in a earlier prolactin peak ( fig. 1 ) than when induced by suckling (lasting 4 to 6 min).
Evolution of prolactin surges induced by teat stimulation at different stages of lactation period.
As evidence, the prolactin discharge observed after the mammary gland stimulation declined as lactation period lengthened ( fig. 1) (Kann et al., 1973) . (Kann et al., 1973 (Schams, 1972b ; Kann, 1976 ) confirmed a major control of prolactin release through inhibitory actions.
